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Introduction
On Sunday, March 22, 1987, The Richmond Times-Dis patch
devoted three pages of its supplement "Perspective" to the
subject of libraries.

One of the articles touched upon the

fact that books on The New.York Times' Top Ten Best Seller
List are among those most frequently borrowed by library
patrons.

The reporter concluded the paragraph with the
This

comment, "James Michener books always do well" (F-2).

acknowledgement provides a good starting point for explor
ing the writings of James A. Michener who is not only one
of America's most popular contemporary writers, but also,
as this thesis argues, a worthy social historian.
Michener's first professional effort in 1947 gained
him enough recognition to be awarded the Pulitzer Prize for
his work Tales of the South Pacific.

He was already forty

years old and no newcomer to the art of using the written
word to convey his ideas and beliefs.

Graduated summa cum

laude from Swarthmore College in 1929, he gained status
first as a teacher and then as a social studies editor for
the Macmillan Publishing Company.

In A. Grove Day's biog

raphy of the author, Michener affirms "I did serve an
apprenticeship •

and a very intense one, and I learned

what a great many people never learn.

I learned how to

write a sentence and how to write a paragrapb" (156).

A

support for this claim is suggested by one reviewer, Stuart
James, who admits, "As a writer Michener has many attrib-
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utes.

He tells a good story" (21).
Michener's popularity has been analyzed by numerous

critics; one of them, Thomas M. Gannon, explains in his
1981 review, "The Covenant," in America:
James Michener has found, perhaps even
perfected, a formula for commercially success
ful novels.

He begins with exhaustive research

on the social, cultural and political history of
a particular nation or region; then he dramatizes
the results of his research through fictional
characters who recapitulate in their lives the
experience of the nation or region over time,
often a span of centuries.

(313)

Another biographer of Michener, John Hayes, has writ
ten in equally strong terms about the author's ability
to teach through his novels.

Hayes states:

Through four decades Michener has appealed
primarily to what is known as Middle America -• Trying to improve themselves, if even pain
lessly, Middle Americans have likened Michener's
books to a seminar, and read them as a way of
continuing their education.

In turn, Michener

has become one of the most cherished teacher
authors of all time.

(3)

It should be quickly stated that not all critics are
as generous with praise as are Gannon and Hayes, for in
reality Michener is often denigrated for writing works that
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are less than artful.

One previously quoted reviewer,

James, describes him as history's journalist, but not an
artist. "His style is bereft of nuance, his diction shorn
of any fringes of suggestiveness" (21).
The elements of Michener's writing most often dis
cussed are the development of his characters (or the lack
of same), his use of anthropomorphism to aid in the presen
tation of regional data, and the "encyclopedic quality" of
his writing.

These factors will be explored in the ensuing

chapters of this thesis.

Attention is also given to what

Hayes calls Michener's theme in more than two dozen books
since 1947: "the international message of brotherhood and
peace.

"

( 6) •

, Three of Michener's "international" novels have been
chosen for Chapter I.

They are his first book, Tales of

the South Pacific; The Source, a novel about Jewish his
tory; and Poland, a history of that war-torn land.

Chapter

II will utilize three of Michener's "American" stories to
observe and explore his writing technique.

The works are

Centennial, the story of our nation's midwest; Chesa peake,
the history of the great bay of America's east coast; and
Space, a unique Michener novel which tells the story of our
exploration of the heavens.

These six novels will serve as

examples of the author's style, approaches and aims.

In a

brief concluding chapter Michener will be shown to be a
social historian of achievement and merit.
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Chapter I
The International Novels:

Tales of the

South Pacific, The Source and Poland.
James A. Michener's professional writing career began
in the 1940's when he was assigned to active duty in the
United States Naval Reserve in the South Pacific.

He was

given the job of publications officer for the Solomon
Islands, and he was well prepared for his assignment by
virtue of his background as both teacher and editor.

John

Hayes explains in his biography of Michener, "Between the
spring of 1944 and the fall of 1945 . . • he served on
forty-nine islands and traveled approximately 150 1 000 miles
on assignment in the Pacific" (62,63}.
Michener was motivated to enlist following the bombing
of Pearl Harbor.

An associate, Wilbur Murra, is quoted by

Hayes as saying, "After war broke out Jim became an ardent
advocate of the war as a moral imperative to stop Hitler
and the Japanese aggressors; and he was determined to have
a part in it himself" (60).

While fulfilling his assign

ment, Michener took notes on everything he saw and heard,
and following a near fatal plane crash on New Caledonia,
described by Hayes as Michener's "epiphany," (65) he began
writing his first ma�uscript.

"I wanted them to have a

record of what it was really like," explains Michener, re
ferring to both the military and civilians back home.

He
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adds, "It was t!"ue that life on Guadalcanal was oppressive
and most unpleasant.
living was good.

But there were many islands where

The natural beauty was abundant" (Hayes

66,67).

Tales of the South Pacific is comprised of an intro
ductory chapter and eighteen short stories which Walter
Havighurst, writing in College English, suggests "reads
like a novel, with its strong unity of mood and background
and with its reappearing characters, notably Bus Adams and
Tony Fry" (2).

Havighurst lists four levels of experience

and observation that he believes are contained in the
Tales:
1)

Navy life, with its boredom and comedy, its
service jealousies and antagonisms;

2)

a romantic yearning for beauty, love,
tranquility;

3)

the granite facts of military struggle; and

4)

the superimposing of jeeps, airplanes, bull
dozers, radio communication, over a timeless
primitive culture.

This juxtaposition of

cultures runs through all the tales, giving
them a further unity and significance.

(3,4)

Michener's desire to inform and to create a history
of that environment becomes evident by the opening words
in hii first novel.

His narrator for the Tales, a naval

commander, begins by addressing the reader directly:
I wish I could tell you about the South
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Pacific. The way it actually was.
ocean.

The endless

The infinite specks of coral we called

islands.

. I wish I could tell you about the

sweating jungle, the full moon rising behind the
volcanoes, and the waiting.

The waiting.

timeless repetitive waiting.

(9)

The

He recalls images of the natives, a curious people with
traditions and habits so unlike ours, and he remembers
military men, from the lesser ranks up to the Admirals who
made the decisions that affected the lives of everyone in
the territory.

George Becker, in his biography of Mich

ener, contends that the narrator and observer is deliber
ately cast as a somewhat undefined personality by the
author.

He notes that Michener occasionally uses "a strict

third-person omnisicent stance" in these stories that con
tain no single protagonist, but rather offer "a sampling
of men at war fairly carefully distributed among the ser
vices"

(34).

Michener has an eye to the future when he has

the narrator conclude the introduction by declaring:
They will live a long time, these men of the
South Pacific.

They had an American quality.

They, like their victories, will be remembered
as long as our generation lives.

After that,

like the men of the Confederacy, they will become
strangers.

Longer and longer shadows will

obscure them, until their Guadalcanal sounds on
the ear like Shiloh and Valley Forge.

{12)
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Tales of the South Pacific gives only a hint of the
kind of writing Michener would one day create for his
readers.

The time span of the stories is relatively brief,

and they are not intended to develop a chronological hist
ory of World War II in the South Seas.

But those who read

the Tales will remember Michener's characters as his
One of them, Tony Fry, is memorable for

narrator predicts.

his independent style and typically American attitude.

In

"The Cave," the commander evaluates the newly promoted
lieutenant:
This Fry was beyond description, a complete
ly new type of naval officer.

He didn't give a

damn for anything or anybody.

He was thirty,

unmarried.

He had some money and although he

loved the Navy and its fuddy ways, he ridiculed
everything and everybody.
oblivious to rank.
it.

He was completely

Even admirals loved him for

( 7 3)

The reader follows Tony through various situations
including his marriage to Latouche Barzan in a Buddist
temple ceremony.

But in "The Landing on Kuralei," Tony is

killed as are so many others.

As he reflects on the death

of Fry, the commander hears a Negro from Mississippi who
has charge of the grave digging at the Hoga Point cemetery:
Up here . • . dey is only heroes.

Me 'n'

Denis has often remarked dat never again will we
be surrounded only by heroes • • • Would you like

8

to walk among de graves, suh? . . • We got some
mighty in'erestin' graves in here.

(380)

Michener had written "some mighty in'erestin'" stories
in his first book which took nearly two years to complete.
The Saturday Evening Post serialized the Tales late in 1946
and it was finally published by Macmillan in 1947.

Accord

ing to Hayes, the book never became a best seller, but
several critics declared Michener's first novel to be a
success (75).

Orville Prescott, critic for The New York

Times, wrote a favorable analysis of Tales of the South
Pacific.

He thought the stories "were amazingly good,

fresh, simple and expert in their presentation, humorous,
engrossing and even moving" (152).

Michener's first effort

at story telling received its greatest stamp of approval
in 1947; he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for fiction.
Michener had achieved a fine beginning for his career, and
his book would one day be hailed "as the best World War II
novel from the Pacific" (Day 9).

He was further encour

aged when Rodgers and Hammerstein used two of his romantic
short stories from Tales of the South Pacific to create the
musical South Pacific which became a smash hit on broadway
in 1949.
Michener's second novel was also published in 1949.
Entitled The Fires of Spring, and based somewhat upon his
life as a young man, it made no particular impact upon its
readers or the critics.

He continued writing about the

South Seas and published more novels, the first of which
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was Return to Paradise (1951).

Prescott then wrote a some-

what negative review of Michener's efforts.

He remarked:

The evidence is piling up that as Mr. Michener
becomes more expert as a journalist he is be
coming less effective as a writer of fiction.
There is no harm in that.
as good as Mr. Michener.

We need journalists
But those who were

excited by the appearance of the wonderful tales
cannot help being disappointed.

(154)

Nevertheless, Michener forged ahead writing novels such as
The Bridges at Toko-Ri (1953), Sayonara (1954), The Bridge
at Andau (1957), Hawaii (1959), and Caravans (1963) among
others.

Hawaii became Michener's first so called "block-

buster novel."

In a 1982 essay entitled "Historical

Fiction," Michener declares:
My biggest disappointment has been a re
curring one, starting most painfully with my
first long novel, Hawaii.

When I published the

book back in 1959 I realized that it was a
collection of historical novelettes, each of
which merited full-length treatment as a novel
of its own. (47)
The same comment can certainly be made about the
second of Michener's blockbusters, The Source, published
in 1965.

This novel's setting is the fictional archaeo

logical site in Israel dating back to 9831 BCE.

The site

is actually a seventy-one foot high mound of earth called
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a tell.

It was repeatedly inhabited over the centuries

because of its nearness to the Mediterranean port, Akko,
and because of its precious water supply, a nearby well.
Michener explains in The Source:
Its full name was Tell Makor, which
signified that the local citizens knew it was
not a natural mound, laid down by tectonic
forces, but the patiently accumulated residue
of one abandoned settlement after another, each
resting upon the ruins of its predecessor,
reaching endlessly back into history. (15)
Michener uses this unique site to explore the development
of the Jewish religion and its traditions.

The archaeo

logists digging trenches in 1964 uncover fifteen artifacts
which date back to various communities that existed and
died at Makar.

Hayes writes, "Michener was afraid of

losing readers to a long narrative, but by threading a
contemporary story through each of fifteen episodic stories
he made his structure enticing" (217).

The first chapter

explains the operations at the tell; then each succeeding
chapter tells the story of one of the settlements which
deposited one of the artifacts.

The reader is brought back

to the tell operations repeatedly throughout the novel to
tie the events together and move the reader toward an
understanding of the final chapter's outcome.
"His epic novels have been both praised for their
facts and deplored for their characterizations," writes

11

Herbert Mitgang in his essay "Why Michener Never Misses."
He adds, "When The Source a ppeared (1965), the research and
history were greatly admired, but some critics found the
main characters in the Israel-based novel more symbols than
flesh-and-blood people" (21).

Such criticism is understood

and explained by Becker as follows:
The effort at explaining history by way of
fiction is laudable, though the product is al
most certain to be found imperfect, if it is to
be judged by conventional critical standards.
The chief casualty is character development.
Assuming that at most a couple of hundred pages
is all that can be devoted to members of a given
generation, it is likely that the characters
will be two-dimensional with very little com
plexity of action, let alone of thought or
emotion.

They are, by the demands of the novel,

more representative than individual. (168)
One of the symbolic, but certainly memorable charac
ters created by Michener in The Source who lived in Maker
in 963 BCE was Jabaal, better known to all as Hoopoe.

Nick

named after the hoopoe bird, an amusing and curious crea
ture of that land, Hoopoe was a short, stocky engineer who
"hurried about most of the day peering into holes" (244).
He worshipped the traditional gods of Maker: Baal, who
watched over the water supply and the town's walls; and
"Yahweh, the god of Moses, a new Hebrew deity who had
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developed step by step from El-Shaddai, a god now so mighty
that he controlled both the high heavens and the deep heart
of man"

(245).

Despite good natured ribbing from his

fellow citizens and continual criticism from his wife,
Kerith, he painstakingly developed a hidden tunnel system
which allowed the women of Makar to walk to and from the
well in security behind the walls of their community
walls also built under the supervision of Hoopoe.

His

masterpiece, the tunnel, was ignored by King David during
a journey to Makar, and his wife ran away with Gersham, an
outsider who had sought santuary at Makor.

Michener writes:

In Hoopoe's lifetime the defenses of Makar
all due to his building genius -- were not put
to the test, so the townspeople could not appre
ciate what a brilliant thing he had accomplished;
they began to take the well and the walls for
granted, and as Hoopoe grew older they remembered
him only as a queer little man who ran about the
town poking his head into this hole or another,
finding nothing.

(328)

The well shaft was finally filled in by the Mamelukes under
the leadership of Count Volkmer during the Crusades in
1291 CE.

The abandoned site then known as Ma Coeur was to

remain uninhabited and the well hidden until the archeolog
ical team working in 1964 broke· into Hoopoe's tunnel and
located the well.

In the author's words, "Engineers hailed

it as a masterpiece of construction" (329).

Michener adds
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that following the discovery, a French philosopher claimed
that the genius that built the water system "exemplified
in work that portion of the divine spirit which has always
prized acts as much as words.

His tunnel is a psalm in

fact, the song of those who accomplish God's work" (329).
Hoopoe symbolizes the spirit of the Jewish people who,
as Michener shows, work whole heartedly and in good faith
toward achieving a religion that can survive ages of use
and abuse just as the little man's tunnel survived for
nearly 3000 years.

His character is, indeed, two dimen

sional and that is as it should be, for he never changes
in his outlook or his purpose.

His faith in his gods and

his own ability is unending.
The Source developed out of a desire on Michener's
part to do a project on the Middle East.

He settled on

Israel and spent a year there researching the country and
its history.

"It seemed unlikely that a gentile, particu-

larly one who said his views about religion were irrele
vant, could carry any depth of emotion into a book like
The Source"

(Hayes 183).

But Michener was not to be un

derestimated, for as Hayes puts it:

"Through religion, he

saw an opportunity to reach millions of readers and to
spread his message of brotherhood and goodwill among
people.

As a result, many critics said The Source was his

most important contribution to literature"

(183).

Writing about a later superb section of The Source,
"The Saintly Men of Safed," Samuel Bellman suggests,
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"Michener has produced a document that might have been
written by a Jewish writer of the first rank bent on
awakening his people to their glorious heritage" (289).
Bellman's contention is supported by the statement Michener
makes in ''Historical Fiction," about the real reward he got
from writing The Source: "Jews immigrating from Russia in
formed me that handwritten translations of my novel had
circulated secretly among the community with the notation:
'If a Gentile can know so much about Judaism, how can you
know any less?'" (47).
Much can be gained from a reading of The Source for
one who is not Jewish because the Jewish religion is shown
as it developed with, and often in spite of, Christianity
and Islam.

Michener also provides the reader with a better

understanding of the contemporary Jew working to achieve
prosperity and harmony in the Israel of today.
Just as The Source benefits our awareness of Israel,
another international novel by Michene� entitled Poland
and published in 1983, helps to increase awareness of that
land and its people.

Michener declares

in the Acknowl

edgements section of his book that as far back as 1977
he h�d expressed an interest in doing a documentary of some
sort on Poland.

Between then and 1983, he visited the

country eight times, seeing it by air from a helicopter
for a week and by car traveling in all parts of Poland.
In 1979 he paid several Polish scholars to summarize works
on Polish history and other related fields, and in 1981 he
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revisited each place in Poland that he planned to include
in his book.

He writes of the many Polish men and women

who talked with him:
I know this: they were loyal Poles, they
loved their land; they spoke of it with unbounded
affection and never a hint of disaffection.

They

were patriots of a high order; two of them who
had spent time in Auschwitz and Majdanek brought
tears to my eyes as we retraced in brutal,
infinite detail the day-by-day existence in the
latter camp.

(viii)

Michener used the information supplied by the two
former inmates of Majdanek to great advantage in Poland
when he created the character of Szymon Bukowski, a descen
dent of one of the three families about which the novel
revolves.

Szymon, while still a teenager, hid in the

Forest of Szczek with a small band of countrymen and led
the underground resistance with acts of sabotage against
the German occupation which began in 1939.

He was captured

by the Nazis and tortured at Under the Clock, a notorious
place of horror in Lublin.

Szymon survived the attempts

to break him and was sent to Majdanek.
Unlike the other concentration camps which
the Nazis built in Poland • • • Majdanek was a
relatively humane center.

True, it did kill off

360,000 unwanted Jews and Poles, almost as many
of the latter as of the former, but outright
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torture for its own end was not permitted.
(Poland 484)
Nevertheless, life in the camp was brutal and Szymon was
saved from death at Majdanek repeatedly by having a strong
body which endured the hard labor and starvation tactics,
but more often simply by luck.

When the Russians over

whelmed the Germans in July of 1944, he was released from
the camp.

He was destined to become the fifty seven year

old cabinet minister of the Warsaw government that we meet
in the first chapter and return to in the final scenes of
the book.

As Poland's Minister of Agriculture and a devout

Communist, his task is to oppose Janko Buk in his quest to
establish a farmer's union like the shipyard workers' union
called Solidarity.

The novel ends with an agreement to

initiate a council of farmers who will advise the govern
ment of Warsaw on rural policies.

Both

Buk and Bukowski

realize that these terms have been formulated by the repre
sentative of the Soviet Union, Chalubinski, and they must,
at least for the present, abide by them.
Michener is recording history almost as it is being
made; indeed, at one point his two main characters private
ly consult Jan Pawel Drugi, the Bishop of Gorka, who is
skilled at circumvention.

He once told a foreign reporter:

When you had to survive under the Nazis as a
young man, and under the Communists as an old
one, and when you've spent your ecclesiastical
life being tutored by the revered Cardinal
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Wyszynski, who was in jail a good deal of the
time, and Cardinal Wojtyla, who knew how to
resist and smile, you learn something • • • or
you perish.

(584)

Michener has provided his readers with a most timely
portrayal of life in a communist controlled country
longing to be free from oppression.

one

The efforts of Szymon,

Janko and the bishop symbolize the determination of the
Polish people to fight for their country when patience and
hard work are all that can be offered for the cause.

Mich

ener's vividly detailed description of life in a Nazi con
centration camp symbolizes his true ability as a social
historian for he recounts history at the level of one in
dividual struggling to keep alive as the world forces all
around him vie for advantage on the grand scale.
Almost nothing is written about Poland by Michener's
biographers simply because their books were written either
much before or just after the publication of the book.
Hayes merely mentions that "Poland, released late in the
summer of 1983, sold three-quarters of a million copies in
just four months to become the second-best-selling book of
fiction in that year"

(234).

Mitgang's comment about Michener's previous best
sellers is certainly applicable to Poland: "Each bears the
Michener benchmark: material researched on the scene, not
merely in libraries, blending real and fictional characters,
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delivering romance, adventure, and history, often at
length"

(22).

If it surprises anyone that a book about

Poland should do so well in sales, Mitgang's suggestion
may serve well as an answer: "This much is certain: People
read a Michener novel because he is the author, not neces
sarily because of its locale or particular theme" (21,22).
Charles Madison writing for The Detroit Jewish News
has provided a favorable review of Michener's Poland.

He

claims the author has depicted the country's history "at
length and in attractive detail q while using both real and
fictional characters in a realistic portrayal of the inhabitants and invaders

(317).

This opinion differs from a

review which appeared in Publisher's Weekly in July of
1983.

It argues:
In the first half of the book Michener
bites off more than many readers will want to
chew: so many historical developments are covered
that the three families (peasant, gentry, nobil
ity) flit rather vaguely through all the ensuing
events.

(41)

Madison's assessment seems more to the mark than does
Publisher's Weekly because the first third of the book
proves to be surprisingly engrossing.

Following the brief

introductory chapter which presents Buk and Bukowski
squaring off, the next four chapters deal w{th the major
invasions of Poland from the four compass directions.
Beginning with the invasion in 1241 AD of the Tartars,

19
originally organized by Genghis Khan, Michener drives home
the point that Poland's distrust of centralized government
has been its biggest stumbling block to freedom.

Further

along in the book, he explains that Poland fell to the
Russians, Prussians and Austrians in the late 1700's be
cause "she had committed two fatal errors: she had evolved
no way to defend herself with a stable government, regular
taxation and a dependable army; and in her weakness she had
endeavored to initiate freedoms which threatened the autoc
racies which surrounded her"

(301).

One final word of criticism must be leveled at Poland,
The reader may well have difficulty coping with the names
of the individuals and locales.

There is a great deal of

redundancy in the characters' names and correct pronouncia
tion of most seems impossible to achieve.

Perhaps, in

order to retain authenticity, this problem was unavoidable
and was no problem, in fact, to the Polish citizens.
Poland is likely to be the last of the international
novels that Michener will write.

His advancing age makes

further world travel and research unlikely.

In the past

he has chosen his subjects by what interests him, and it is
clear from his choices that he is involved with the world
as a whole and with the varied peoples in it.

He has

helped to broaden the view of his American readers, and he
has satisfied many citizens in the lands of which he has
written that they have an excellent champion in James A.
Michener, world citizen.
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Chapter II
The American Novels:

Centennial, Chesapeake and Space.

In 1981, Pearl K. Bell wrote in a commentary on "James
Michener's Docudramas" the following assessment:
Michener's novels are short on sex and long on
facts.

Though he enlivens and simplifies the

dusty record of the past by means of invented
characters, incidents, and dialogue, and has a
canny respect for the allure of romance and melo
drama, his plots are braced with a solid rigging
of expert knowledge about the history, archeol
ogy, religion, language, geology, wildlife,
agriculture, and specialized social and economic
lore of the particular region • • • that he
stakes out for exploration and proceeds to
conquer. (71)
Bell's statement describes just the sort of approach
Michener used in creating his monumental American novel,
Centennial, published in 1974.
Publisher's Weekly for May 27, 1974,explains that
Centennial came about as a result of Michener's participa
tion in President Johnson's committee to develop a plan for
celebrating America's 200th anniversary,(38).

When the

committee's plans fell through, Michener "decided that his
contribution would be to write the novel he had been plan-
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ing for 30-odd years"

(38).

He is quoted in Authors in the

News by D. D. Eisenburg as saying that it would be "up to
each citizen in our country to assume responsibility for
his or her own celebration"

(338).

Eisenburg describes

Michener's celebration, Centennial, succinctly:
The book takes place in a town called
Centennial located on the South-Platte River in
north-central Colorado (known as the Centennial
state because it joined the Union in 1876).
The 909-page meganovel with its 14 chapters
and 70 "chief" characters (counting humans only)
spans 160 million years beginning with prehis
toric times and ending with present day 1973.
The book, everything you wanted to know about
America but were afraid to ask, took Michener
four years to write.

(338)

More detailed and close up observations about the
writing of Centennial can be uncovered in the work of
John Kings entitled In Search of Centennial: A Journey with
James Michener.

Kings and a researcher/photographer, Tessa

Dalton, were chosen to assist Michener full-time on the
research for the book.

Michener had never before used

assistants except for his wife, Mari, and his secretary,
Nadia Orapehuk (14).

Kings explains, "During that year,

from October 1972 to October 1973, we traveled together by
car more than 25,000 miles in search of Centennial, peeling
layers of history from the land,

• . • 11

(14).

Kings quotes
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Michener as affirming:
From the moment I started thinking about a
book on Colorado, I visualized the story in terms
of compelling human beings, men, women and chil
dren.

My problem would be to eliminate, not

invent, for I had lived, and sometimes intimate
ly, with my potential characters.

My problem was

aggravated, however, by my additional determina
tion to use inanimate objects and animals as
characters.

(Kings 110)

The author explains that it was the great mountains that
established the quality of life at Centennial, and the
river was an artery through which the life flowed.

He also

wanted to include the animals which inhabited the land
(Kings 10 0) .

Indeed, Michener does bring the animals into

his book and long before his first human character, the
flint-knappe½ appears.

One of his most memorable animal

characters in Centennial is "diplodocus, not the largest
of the dinosaurs and certainly not the most fearsome.

This

particular specimen was a female, seventy years old and in
the prime of life.

She lived exclusively on vegetation,

which she now sought among the swamp waters" (Centennial 73).
Eliot Fremont-Smith, writing in New York Magazine in
1974, suggests, "Among the many things Michener is not
hesitant about is anthropomorphism"

(290).

A Handbook to

Literature defines that phrase as "The ascription to
animals or inanimate objects of human forms, emotions, or
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characteristics"

(27).

To the extent that Michener does

offer his interpretation of the creature's motives for
action, and he does so using human emotional terms, this
assessment by Fremont-Smith is correct.

Michener's tech

nique is, however, not very well received by reviewer Rene
Kuhn Bryant:
The flint-knapper has been preceeded by proto
typical specimens in their correct evolutionary
order, of the diplococus, the eohippus, the
bison, the beaver, the rattlesnake, and the
eagle, all anthropomorphized to a degree that
would make Uncle Remus wince • •

II

(1365)

Yet another commentator, Peter Straub, has affirmed
with regard to Centennial, "The early chapters -- mini
novels, really -- about dinosaurs and bison tend to be
overcute in that almost unavoidable way which emerges from
conflating animal 'personalities' with strong story lines"
(291).

Still, Michener's animals do move the story along

during a period in America's early history when man was not
yet on the scene, and they do provide the reader with a
knowledge of the kinds of creatures that inhabited the land
beginning as early as 136 million years ago.
One human character among the many colorful personal
ities of the book who symbolizes the type of young person
who helped to settle the West is Elly, a sixteen-year-old
girl from an orphangge in the Pennsylvania Dutch country.
She runs away with Levi Zendt, a young Quaker who has been
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inappropriately shunned by his family and community.

They

become "man and wife" in a common law ceremony and begin
the journey west in a Connestoga wagon in the year 1844.
Elly is a strong girl and she carries her share of respon
sibility for their progress.

Despite being thrown in the

river during a wagon crossin� and an attempted rape, Elly
survives and even prospers physically and emotionally from
the long journey.

She keeps a diary and enters a commen

tary on nearly each day's progress.

During the course of

their journey Elly becomes pregnant, and when she and Levi
decide to settle near Beaver Creek in sight of the great
Rocky Mountains, she writes: "I feel assured that any fam
ily which grows up in such novel surroundings will be
strong and different and I thank God that I am pregnant so
that I can watch the growing" (Centennial 406).
morning, Elly was dead.

The next

She died three minutes after being

struck in the throat by a rattlesnake as she stooped to
gather buffalo chips.

Michener writes, "She had come vol

untarily on this great adventure and had won the love of
all she met, and now she rested within the shadow of the
butte"

(406).

Elly did not live to see the development of the West
as did Levi Zendt who established a trading center which
became one of the focal points of activity for the Indians,
traders, trappers and settlers alike.

Nevertheless, Elly

represents so many of the young people who risked their
lives to find a new life -- one of freedom and challenge
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in the West.

Like many other pioneers, Elly's life was

cut short, but through her writings and her love of life
she moved others to forge ahead and develop the land,
making it a place of which she had dreamed.
James writes, ''There are no truly memorable characters
in Michener because he makes no plunges into the recesses
of the mind; he never explores or brings out the myraid
paradoxes of human personality"

(22).

Surely, if Michener

were to have included such plunges, we would be presented
with a two- or three-volume work instead of the already
lengthy book that is Centennial.

The characters are, in

fact, memorable according to each reader's taste, and to
gether they provide a continuing history through genera
tions of the country's inhabitants.

James suggests that

perhaps Michener's "tendency toward didacticism forces him
to say it out straight rather than depend on the oblique
ness of dramatization"

(22).

He concludes:

The last chapter in Centennial is a tract, a
polemic, undoubtedly deserved, against small
mindedness and vulgarity but a polemic neverthe
less, and Paul Garrett a poorly disguised spokes
person for the author.

(22)

It is understandable that Michener should speak
through Paul Garrett, for his bloodline reaches back for
five generations in Centennial.

Day, in his biography,

points out that preceding the final chapter, Michener
provides a recap of Garrett's thirty ancestors.

They are
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"all persons who have appeared as characters in earlier
chapters -- including his great-grandfather, Levi Zendt,
II

(153) •

Michener himself has responded at length to questions
raised by reviewers and readers.

Asked in an interview by

Roy Newquist about his aim in writing Centennial, Michener
responds:
Well, I tried to relate the American experi
ence as it hasn 1 t been done before, using orig
inal themes, not those that have been worked
over.

Our history is rich -- rich with vision

and shortsightedness, with altruism and greed.
There's nothing noble about our treatment of the
Indians and other minorities, nothing courageous
about our slaughter of the buffalo, and nothing
commendable about the way in which we progres
sively contaminate our air, land and water.
But on the other hand there are so many
splendid things we've done in creating a great
nation, and we're old enough, now as a nation,
to take real pride in our heritage.

Ecologically

speaking we're at a point when we really have to
determine whether or not our nation will endure.
(340)
This is the didacticism of which James writes.

Michener's

desire to teach and to make others aware of what he has
found out is evident in his statement.

He is a social
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commentator concerned for our country's wellbeing, critical
of its shortcomings, but always ready with encouragement
for those who would provide reviews and initiate reform.
James, for all his reservations about Michener's
style, affirms that:
Michener has been as kind to us as we
deserve.

He has given us an honest picture of

the West and has opened for us something of the
tangled complexities of history.

Of the discon

tents of our present civilization, we have little
choice but to agree with him that the weave of
implication is complex in the extreme.
almost beyond comprehension.

Intricate

(22)

Centennial brought forth other reviews as well.
Newsweek's reporter in 1974, Arthur Cooper, declares
Michener to be "the literary world's Cecil B. DeMille, a
popular novelist with an awesome audience for his epic narratives, an

unpretentious, solid craftsman.

"

(82).

Cooper adds creedance to James' opinion:
Michener is one of the most didactive of
novelists, cramming his books full of lessons
in geology, anthropology, history and socialogy.
The novel's stated theme may be the settling of
the West, but its underlying concerns are the
relationships of men to the land -- and to each
other.

(82-83)

To this assessment, Michener might well respond as he does
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in "Historical Fiction" by affirming: "People want to know
how the values of their society evolved, and this can be
known only when perceptive writers look back upon a se
quence of events and organize them to provide insight and
meaning"

(46) •

In Centennial and previous works, Michener recounts
history, but not just the dry facts that one can obtain
from a text or an encyclopedia.

He is more than merely a

historian, for he takes the facts of what has transpired in
a certain area and to them he adds representative charac
ters who appear to actually live through the episodes -
some in the mainstream, others bypassed by the action.
The events Michener describes are not always momentous,
but they always contribute in some way to the flow of life
and communial activity in the region.

There is often

violence and death in Michener's tales, but there must be
if that is what has happened historically.

The people he

writes about are most often grouped together by common
traditions and interests; they pursue activities designed
to benefit the institutions to which they belong.

If

tragic struggles have, in fact, occurred, Michener's char
acters reflect that struggle.

Some of them suffer while

others prevail, even prosper, but always the reader gets a
true sense of why the battle has been fought.

Michener's

insight and unique approach make him a social historian -
one to be read and enjoyed.
Prior to the publication of Centennial, Michener was
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concerned about how the public would receive it.

"Before

the publication of each book Michener suffers qualms that
his work will be a fearful flop in th� marketplace" (Day
149).

When Centennial became an immediate best seller,

"Michener was amazed.

Centennial, he predicted, was going

to be read by twenty million people.
than ever to immortality"

He was closer now

(Hayes 230).

But the public's

reception and that of some critics differed.

Hayes con

tends, "America's literary community was not impressed by
Jim Michener's message in Centennial, perhaps because it
was several years ahead of its time"

(231).

Nevertheless,

Hayes notes that Michener decided Centennial would be
around in the centuries to come.

"'I suppose I feel this

way,' he explained to a reporter,

'because I told a story

that needed to be told'"

(234).

Another story which Michener felt needed to be told
is that of the Chesapeake Bay; therefore, not long after
Centennial was on the bookstore shelves, Michener moved to
Maryland to begin research.

In the Acknowledgements sec

tion of Chesa peake,Michener explains:
I first sailed upon the Chesapeake in 1927
and was a frequent passenger thereafter.

From

my earliest days on the bay I considered writing
about it, but always postponed beginning until
such time as I could live along its shores for
some extended period.

This opportunity came in

1975, when I lived near a small but historic
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During that time

fishing village for two years.

I met and worked with the many learned people
whose ideas infuse this novel,

•

• •

(7)

In "An American Vision," Jonathan Yardley summarizes
the plot of Chesapeake: "It covers four centuries in the
life of the Chesapeake Bay and the Eastern Shore of Mary
land.

Principally through four fictitious families, three

white and one black, it moves from early settlement to
Revolution to Civil War to World War to Watergate
(11).

II

Each chapter of Chesapeake alternates with a num

bered introductory section called a "Voyage," the first
being "Voyage One: 1583."

These sections serve to acquaint

the reader with facts he should know about that period in
time�to acquaint him with new characters.
Becker writes about Michener's approach to Chesapeake:
"For one thing, he is at long last content with a straight
forward third-person omniscient narrator"

(133).

Becker

also suggests three unequal parts by which the novel is
divided:
The first seven episodes are loosely concerned
with the settlement of the Eastern Shore by
Britain and then its ultimate severing from that
nation • • • •

The next three episodes focus

brilliantly on the heightening conflict over
slavery before the outbreak of the Civil War,
• • .

The last episodes are diverse in tone and

subject as they attempt to show the impact of
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larger experience on the region.

They • . .

succeed in suggesting a degree of timelessness
in the midst of change. (134)
In "Voyage Eleven: 1886" Michener informs the reader
about life both on and in the Chesapeake Bay.

He describes

the hurricanes that sweep in from the Atlantic Ocean from
time to time and ravage the bay.

In 1886 such a hurricane

avoided the bay area, but deposited ninl?teen inches of rain
on the Susquehanna Valley.

"From a thousand . • • rivulets

the great flood accumulated, and as it crested on its way
south to the Chesapeake, it buried small towns and endan
gered large cities" (807).

The storm lasted three days,

and although some areas seemed to receive no damage, "the
bay itself was nearly destroyed: it came close to being
drowned by the floods cascading down from the north.

It

lay strangling in its own water" (807).
Michener describes how the well-being of the bay's
underwater life is determined by the salt content of the
water.

Crabs, oysters and other living things in the water,

"millions upon millions'' of bay creatures -- could die
in the flood's aftermath.

The author tells of the various

relationships that were being disrupted in the bay: the
north-south movements of the water, flowing in layers in
different directions; the ancient riverbed which ran the
entire length of the bay; and

the salinity of the water

which was now experiencing dramatic changes from the west
ern side to the eastern shore.
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At first, the flood did not affect the oysters, but
over a period of days the silt that was carried to the bay
from far away settled upon the shellfish.

Soon all the

young oysters, spat, were strangled by the silt, and within
two weeks, even the mature oysters perished.

Another

creature which was better able to cope with the disaster
was "Jimmy, the time-honored Chesapeake name for the male
blue crab, that delicious crustacean upon which so much of
the wealth of the bay depended"

(812).

Swimming nearly a

mile in an hour, Jimmy could try to locate the salty water
he needed to survive, but moulting season was at hand and
his vulnerability increased.

The female crabs were moult

ing too, and sexual contact was the next step in continuing
the cycle of life; however, the flood brought one addition
al problem, with which Jimmy could not cope.

Industrial

waste from the big cities flowed into Jimmy's home.

"From

the mouth of 'the river to the mouth of the bay the entire
body of water became infected with a dozen new poisons"
(816).

Jimmy could not survive the onslaught; he perished.

It would be two years before the crabs and oysters could
once more live in the bay and be eaten by humans without
fear of dying from typhoid or poisoning.

"The fishing

industry in the Chesapeake was prostrated" (816).
Michener has once again infused his work with an ency
clopedic quality.

He presents the facts pertaining to the

area's history, but to them, he adds Jimmy, a single blue
crab signifying all the crabs of the bay.

In presenting
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Jimmy's struggle and death, Michener allows the reader to
better understand the circumstances the Cheaspeake watermen
faced in 1886 and beyond.

Today, Michener's tale has a

strong ring of truth, only today a flood is not needed to
infect the crustaceans.
the watermen are worried.

Pollution is taking its toll and
Undoubtedly, Michener believes

we should all be worried about pollution and the declining
quality of life, not only on and in the Chesapeake, but
everywhere in our land.
There are always critics of Michener who find fault
with his approach to story telling.

One of them, Garry

Wills, writes:
I suppose he meant to suggest the watermen's
merger/struggle with fish and fowl by giving us
Kiplingesque tales about a "family" of geese and
one of crabs.

The results are embarrassing.

Papa Goose is called Onk-or, apparently because
he overheard an Indian's term for his whole
family.

The Papa Crab is called Jimmy -- he, too,

seems to have overheard what watermen call male
crabs.

The affecting death of the crab under a

sudden storm's silt is not only mawkish; it makes
me wonder why the slower death of capture,
struggle, and boiling delights Michener so when
Jimmy goes down � gullet instead of the Bay• s·.
(31)

Another negative review comes from Boyd Gibbons, author of
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"James Michener Bridges the Bay," in which he suggests:
Chesapeake

is, at times, impressive, for

Michener is a tireless researcher; he always has
the story -- if not the reader -- by the throat,
• • • When the moment calls for humor, subtlety,
or even silence, Michener too often either leaps
onstage to lecture on the obvious, or he reaches
for Pomp and Circumstance and proceeds to play
it on an atomic pipe organ • .

(E-1)

Despite these opinions and others to the contrary, Michener
feels compelled to include in his chronicles all the import
ant elements of history and social relations that have
existed in that area.

One of the problems that has affect

ed the citizens of the Chesapeake region and elsewhere has
been the issue of racial discrimination; and Michener has
chosen to dramatize it.
In 1938, Julia Cater, a proud black woman of Patamoke,
and her husband, Jeb, were about to have another child and
were struggling to feed the family.

Jeb went to work on a

skipjack on the bay as a cook, and soon Julia began working
again, shucking oysters on the night shift and sleeping
while the girls were in school.

The.narrator explains:

The girls, of course, attended the black
school held in a crumbling building at the far
end of the Neck.

It contained twenty-two desks

for forty-seven students,

• • • There was one

broken blackboard, but months would pass with no
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chalk.

There was no ink,

• . •

Pencils were

precious and some students would spend whole
weeks without one, but what most irritated little
Luta Mae was the fact that she was now in Grade
Three without ever having had a book.

(920)

Luta Mae was destined to be branded a criminal and a threat
to society -- white society.

The narrator describes other

incidents of racial descrimination common to the eater's
daily experience.

This was the way life was, and why one

day, years later, Luta Mae was arrested when she insisted on
eating a cone inside the local ice cream parlor in Patamoke.
Always before, she had reluctantly taken her cone to the
street before licking it, passing the white girls seated
at the tables happily enjoying their cones.
was different; she refused to leave.
to jail.

But this time

She was quickly taken

The charge: "'She did willfully disturb the

peace'" (975).

When Luta Mae finished serving her time,

she went north only to be arrested again for civil disobe
dience.

She was sent to the federal prison at Scanderville

for two years.

Her brother traveled to the prison and "was

electrified when he saw Luta Mae come slouching toward him,
her sturdy body covered by prison garb, her insolence intended to infuriate her guards,

It was social war-

fare, and Luta Mae was in the vanguard" (986).

She advised

her brother to "burn it all dowri," meaning the old school
back home and all the other buildings that signified their
plight.
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Time passed and Luta Mae continued along the path she
had set for herself.

By 1967, she had been in jail four

times, and although her family knew she was a good girl,
they were ashamed that she had chosen such a life for her
self.

"It had not yet occurred to them that it was the

system that was wrong, not Luta Mae, and in their familial
shame they tried to forget her,

(9 9 2)

Luta Mae's

story ends there, but the black section of Patamoke was
eventually burned by the blacks, and her brother was arrest
ed even though he tried to stop the riot which led to the
burning.

The narrator relates that:
Julia and Jeb had been born in the same year,
had struggled through decades of poverty enforced
by society, and had survived to see two of their
children in federal penitentiaries.

Often in

their last years, as they sat in their antiseptic
new brick cubicle, they castigated themselves for
failures they could not explain, not realizing
that it was Patamoke that had failed, not they.
(1037)
Michener points out an element of history that has
plagued our society for hundreds of years; that is, the
problem of racial descrimination.

He dramatizes the plight

of those most affected by it, and he makes statements along
the way that clearly indicate his position to his readers.
This is the function of a social historian who is also a
social critic.

"Michener has been a passionate and
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outspoken advocate of racial and religious tolerance; the
theme is a central one in Chesapeake"

(Yardley 11).

In

addition to the race issue, he makes an indirect statement
about women's place in society.

Yardley contends, "he does

assign important roles to women, taking them well beyond
bread- and baby-making

and he was doing this long before

feminism became fashionable"

(11).

In discussing the topics Michener touches upon, Becker
asserts, "What either the novelist or the historian selects
helps determine the statement that the work makes. • • • it
will be there in the values that it affirms,

. in the

affirmations that the narrative voice or fictional charact
ers utter" (176).
in Chesapeake.

Michener has certainly achieved this aim

Becker concludes that "Michener makes no

bones about the fact that he is a moralist.

His critics

are equally forthright in their dislike for the values he
affirms"

(176).

It is difficult to comprehend why critics

would find fault with the efforts of someone who can reach
millions of people in an entertaining way with the message
of how pollution is threatening mankind, or with a picture
of how descrimination and political underhandedness have
held our nation back from achieving its potential.
Michener is undaunted by the reviewers' jibes and pans.
He is quoted by Kings as having said during the unfolding
of the Watergate scandal:
I am not interested in writing anything
which does not concern me immediately and deeply,

38
and if I do write I want to do so in a way that
summarizes all the knowledge I have at that
moment • • . • I write in order to educate myself,
to organize my thoughts, to discover the depth of
my own convictions, to find out how far I am
willing to commit myself in public. (77)
Soon after making this statement of principle, he published
an article on Watergate, and he also included in Chesapeake
an incident relating directly to the scandal.
In "Voyage Thirteen: 1976," Pusey Paxmore, a quaker
and descendent of three centuries of Paxmores who lived by
the bay, was released from the federal penitentiary, having
served time for his part in the Watergate affair.

He had

been a stubborn defender of the President; he had refused
to reveal the names of others.

Finally, in his own home

now, a tired and broken man, he tells Owen Steed, a descend
ent of another founding family of the area:
When the tapes were played at my trial
and I was forced to listen again to what the
inner circle really thought of me:

• These

were words, Owen, that no Paxmore had ever dared
use,

• But the leaders of the country felt

free to use them against me.

And why?

Because

I dared to raise questions of propriety. (1051)
When Steed asks Paxmore why he didn't quit when his repeat
ed warning against lawbreaking went unheeded, Paxmore
replies, "Because I refused to believe that criminal behav-
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ior would e�anate from the White House.

And vanity.

I

enjoyed being close to sources of power and wanted to re
main there"

(1051).

Paxmore's response conveys the essense of what Mich
ener sees as the motives that otherwise decent men had for
getting their hands dirty with political mud.

Once again,

Michener brings the power of his pen to bear on an issue
about which he feels deeply.

He wants to remind us of

what transpired, so that perhaps we can avoid the same pit
falls in the future.

And, indeed, the aim of a social

historian and critic should be to investigate the causes
of a condition; expose, perhaps by dramatization, the cir
cumstances; and offer encouragement to those who are will
ing to listen and learn from past mistakes.
Chesapeake was published in 1978.

According to Hayes,

the novel sold 250,000 copies immediately upon release and
"made publishing history by becoming the nation's number
one best-seller in advance of its official publication
date"

(234).

Nearly two years earlier, during the celebra

tion of America's Bicentennial, Michener was invited to the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration to partici
pate in a discussion about the journey to Mars by Viking.
Michener explains that the invitation eventually led to a
four-year participation in the NASA Advisory Council, and
ultimately the writing of his next blockbuster, Space.
(Space, Acknowledgements, N.pag.)

His research bought him

into repeated contact with NASA engineers and scientists
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working at Langley, Wallops, Ames, Houston, Huntsville,
Goddard and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory; all of them
would play a part in the story of Space.

He also encount

ered and interviewed several astronauts including Deke
Slayton, Robert Crippen, Mike Collins and the late Judith
Resnick.

These professionals and others helped Michener

in various ways to acquire an extensive background in our
nation's space effort.

When the time came to write Space,

he could approach it with the same confidence of knowing
the facts as he had done in his previous efforts.
This novel differs from Michener's other recent novels
because it does not go back far into history to uncover the
facts about a specific country or region.

The novel's time

frame is about forty years, and it covers America's space
program from its earliest beginnings, when the Germans were
launching V-2 rockets at London from Peenemunde, to NASA's
decision to send Voyager 2 on its long journey to the outer
reaches of our solar system.
Don Harrell notes a change in the author's tactics:
The crucial decision to get into the action
right away tells us something about this book
that's different from other Michener novels.

His

focus here is not on the land and traditions of a
given region, but rather on the people

• who

were most affected by the space effort

• ( 316)

Jack Kirwan, in a review of "Space," reports:
As usual, Michener has done his homework, this
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time with affection and excitement as well -
his pro-space enthusiasm is the book's driving
force, and he has deftly woven an incredible
amount of information into the tale. (640)
The events of Space evolve around the activities of
four families of varied backgrounds:

Stanley Mott and his

wife, Rachel, who were both born in Massachusetts; John and
Penny Pope, who hailed from Fremont, a fictional state in
the midwest, as did Norman and Elinor Grant; and, Dieter
and Liesl Kolff, who were natives of Germany, but were
brought to the United States during the aftermath of World
War II.

The four men are introduced in the opening chapter

with events that begin on October 24, 1944.

The women who

will eventually become the partners of these men are then
introduced.

Their lives all become intertwined as a result

of America's interest in the rockets developed by Wernher
Von Braun and other German scientists toward the end of
the war.

Kolff and Liesl are rescued by Stanley Mott, an

American engineer sent to Europe to get Kolff who has
knowledge of rocketry.

When Von Braun, Kolff and other

Germans are brought to America for the purpose of uncover
ing their secrets and testing their theories, the space
program is begun.
Two of the main characters of Space, John Pope and
Norman Grant, both develop into well-known public figures
in America.

John Pope eventually becomes an astronaut,

guided into that field by his love of astronomy and his
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desire to fly.

Following graduation from Annapolis and

flight training, he is sent to Korea to conduct night
flights bombing supply trains.

He meets Randy Claggett, a

profane, tough, make-believe illiterate who is flying for
the Marines.

They are so different, both in personality

and temperment, that it is "assumed by fellow pilots that
one day Super Stick Claggett would be dead and Straight
Arrow Pope an admiral" (Space 194).

Yet, the day comes

when they fly to the moon together, having each been chosen
as one of the United States Solid Six Astronauts.

In

"James Michener Blasts Off," Ben Bova points out, "The con
trast between these two men, who are so dissimilar in so
many ways and yet who are fierce friends who share a common
view of the world

�J makes Space worth reading, all by

itself" (4).
Pope's wife, Penny, is a lawyer who finds satisfaction
by becoming an administrative assistant to Senator Norman
Grant of Fremont.

Grant, who distinguished himself in the

Pacific as a heroic captain of a DE, becomes a senator at
the repeated suggestions of influential Fremont Republicans
who want a man of honor to represent them in Washington.
Penny's feelings toward Grant prove to be mixed:
She knew . • . that he was a hero beyond compare,
and she had observed his incorruptible deportment
in the Senate: grave, thoughtful, fearfully con
servative, always reluctant to take a major stand
on anything, and totally supportive of any bill
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that might aid the military, while remaining generally indifferent to

• social engineering

bills • . • Grant was a fine senator but his
horizons were severely limited, • • .

(323,24)

When the Soviets launch Sputnik in 1957, Grant realizes the
necessity of a quick development of America's space program.
The ensuing chapters explore the strides made by the
American and German scientists and engineers working to
develop a program to rival the Russians.

Harrell explains:

In addition to • • • nuts-and-bolts issues,
the scientists were divided among themselves by
a philosophic question: Should the space program
be satisfied with a spectacular, short-range trip
to the moon, or should it take a longer course
and aim for the planets beyond?

This dilemma,

which forms a major motif throughout the novel,
provides the necessary intellectual tension be
tween sets of characters.

(316)

In the vanguard of the space effort are Wernher Von Braun
as leading scientist, Stanley Mott as engineer and organi
zer, and Dieter Kolff as genius technician.

Their efforts

lead up to the most exciting and dramatic event in Space.
Two of the astronauts are gathering scientific inform
ation on the far side of the moon.

Claggett, the daring

Texan, and Linley, the mission's geologist, are being ex
posed to radiation as repeated solar flares bombard them.
John Pope waits alone in Altair, the orbiting command
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module, memorizing the instructions labeled Radiation
Precautions.

Claggett and Linley return to their rover

and start back slowly toward the lunar module knowing they
are in great danger.

As Linley attempts to climb aboard

the module, he collapses and Claggett pulls him in.

They

are going to lift off at a less-than-ideal time, but there
As Pope watches from the orbiter and the

is no choice.

world listens, Randy powers the lunar module to a height of
six hundred feet.

Communications continue:

HOUSTON:

All readings are correct.

One hell of

a job, Randy.
I feel faint.

LUNA:

HOUSTON:
LUNA:

Not now, Randy.

Not now.

You dare not.

I . . .

HOUSTON:

Listen, Randy.

Hickory here.

Hold the

controls very tight.
It's no good, Houston.

LUNA:

HOUSTON:

Colonel Claggett, hold tight.

not let go.
LUNA:

I
You must

You must not let go.

(a long silence, then a quiet voice):
Blessed Saint Leibowitz, keep 'em dreamin'
down there .

. . .
ALTAIR:
HOUSTON:
ALTAIR:

. . .

(A choking sound)

Luna has crashed.
Damage?
Obliterated.

(634)
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What makes this devastating scene so dramatic for the
reader is the sudden realization that Randy Claggett is
dead.

The Texan with all the energy and determination to

achieve is dead in a few brief moments.

The reader is

shocked and saddened to have known this'fellow so well and
cheered him on only to have him be lost at the height of
his career -- the peak of his glory.

Michener has done an

excellent job in characterization in this novel.

Randy,

although not one of the four original men about which the
story revolves, is nevertheless a major character, one
with multi-dimensional aspects to his personality, both
personally and professionally.

He is the epitome of

America's best test pilots and astronauts.

Kirwan agrees

that Michener has done a good job of characterization.

He

declares:
His characters (while having ideas) are not just
puppets mouthing concepts at each other.
live.

They

This is perhaps because, unlike so many

of the trendier novelists, Michener seems to
think well of the human race; he opts for decency,
competence, and good sense.

Because he looks

with favor on humanity, it is not surprising that
he writes with fervor about humanity's greatest
adventure. (640)
Because Michener does opt for decency, competence and
good sense, it is ironic that he should include another
character in his story who so blatantly takes advantage of
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many Americans who lack the good sense to see him for what
he really is.

His name was originally Martin Scorcella,

but he changed it to Leopold Strabismus when he decided to
"earn himself a fortune."

In his youth "he had kept

running only a few steps ahead of the law" (246).

In col

lege he sold exams for three years before being kicked out.
Later, he moved near Harvard and, because "he had a wide
acquaintance with scholarly literature,"
term papers for pay.

(246) he wrote

He developed a sincere interest in

science and saw a golden opportunity developing when Amer
icans began talking and speculating about flying saucers.
Senator Grant's wife, Elinor, fell under his influence
early in the game.

She was very unpolitical, a stay-at

home type, but nervous and concerned about things she did
not understand.
advertisement:

At the hairdressers.she saw Strabismus'
WILL YOU BE READY WHEN THEY COME?

She

wrote him, explaining:
I am a woman with a college education who endeav
ors to keep abreast of what is happening in my
world.

My husband is engaged in some kind of

mysterious work with the government, and I am
certain it concerns the Visitors from Outer Space
that you speak of. {245)
Strabismus had a sucker; indeed, he had the wife of a sen
ator and she was hooked.

Soon she was sending him thous

ands of dollars to keep communications open so that she
would be "informed."
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Strabismus prospered as the force behind Universal
Space Associates, USA for short.

It was not long after he

met the Grants' daughter, Marcia, that they became business
and bed partners.

They established a phoney diploma mill

called the University of Space and Aviation; he became
Chancellor and she became Dean of Faculty -- of course,
there was no faculty.

Senator Grant became painfully aware

of what was happening in his family, but he was powerless
to do anything significant, and he was reluctant to expose
the mess to the public eye.

The Secret Service sent Grant

the following dispatch when he made discreet inquiries:
America's full of kooks, probably three in
every hundred.

Political, economic, religious,

the world-is-ending gang.

You ought to see the

stuff that reaches our desk.

Unbelievable.

If

we tried to track down all the wild ones in orbit,
we'd need a force ten times as large, and even
then we'd cover only the fringe.

This is a

nation of zanies held precariously in check by
the sane majority.

(318)

By the early 1980's, Strabismus had founded the United
Scripture Alliance (another USA} and he was its spiritual
leader, running an early morning religious program.

He

preached salvation and urged voters to contact legislators
in order to pass a bill to "drive the teaching of evolution
and geology from state supported schools"

(752).

He had

found a new gimmick, a message many Americans wanted to
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hear.

They wanted to turn away from science and technology

and Strabismus was willing and keenly able to show them the
way -- for a price!

In the final scene, when Stanley Mott

confronts him outside an important public hearing on scien
tific exploration, Mott challenges him: "So you halt the
teaching of evolution?

You put a stopper on geology?'

When Strabismus replies, 'The common man must not be con
fused.', Mott responds:
Practically every man in there, including you and
me, is a common man, and for sure we were the
sons of common men.

If we can grapple with

these questions, and one day solve the easier
ones, why not the common man?
common man.

You and I are the

(805)

Michener has once again written a story about our
country and its history, but more importantly, about its
people.

As a social historian, he is compelled to show

the many different attitudes and beliefs that exist in
contemporary America.

He dramatizes our intellectual

pursuits and our emotional quirks.

Strabismus is Michener's

symbol for the "religious" men and women that we see nearly
daily on television.

They have all the answers for our

salvation and their hands are stretched out to us -- palms
up.

The scene of tragedy on the far side of the moon

reflects the emotions our nation felt when Challenger
exploded just one year ago.

How prophetic Michener was!

Many of our citizens are reluctant to forge ahead in the
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space effort, and yet no one wants to fall behind as we
once were in the era of Sputnik.

His story is real even

though some characters and events are imaginary, and the
historical personalities that he includes make the events
more factual and pertinent.

Ben Bova agrees with this

assessment when he affirms:
Michener is portraying in this novel •
America today.

He has laid bare, with a news

paper reporter's pitiless instinct for the truth,
the central issue of modern American society: we
have on the one hand, an incredibly rich and
powerful scientific technology that can transform
our world; on the other hand, we have a deep
rooted fear of the new, the unknown, and this
fear has manifested itself in a reversion to
anti-scientific attitudes.

( 1, 4)

Concerning the character of Leopold Strabismus, John Noble
Wilford, in his review of Space, calls him "the most fasci
nating person in the book."

He adds, "In Dr. Strabismus

Mr. Michener has created the personification of the react
ionary forces he finds gaining ground and threatening the
spirit of intellectual curiosity that has made space
exploration possible" (26). Bova agrees about the magnetism
of Strabismus when he writes, "Michener has created a
villain, a charming, satanic fraud who makes his -living
first by milking the'flying saucer'racket and then by
making himself into a Bible-thumping evangelist who attacks
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science in general and evolution in particular" (1).

Bova

concludes his review of Space with the observation:
By using the space program as a cutting edge,
Michener has shown a cross-section of America
today -- all the bright promise of our glittering
technology, all the dark dangers of know-nothing
anti-intellectualism, all the choices that we
face today in our continual striving to build a
better tomorrow. (4)
In Space, Michener dramatizes the winding down of our
space efforts in the period following the moon walks and
Claggett's death.

Americans experienced a loss of interest

in manned space flight and those in power were reluctant to
supply the required funds for continued exploration.

The

relevancy of Michener's story is emphasized by the state
ments made by three of America's original astronauts who
appeared on The Today Show on April 29, 1987.

In answer

to the interviewer's question about what has happened to
the space program, one former astronaut answered, "We have
lost the passion for it.
too bad.

It's lost its novelty and that's

• Maybe we need another Sputnik."

Another

astronaut, Deke Slayton, said, "You know, we just need new
challenges. • • • Once you've been to the moon, that's a
tough act to follow • • • • It will be a Mars mission or an
equivalent to that that will generate the same level of
intensity in the country."

Alan Shepard concluded:

What we're talking about -- a lack of interest
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is probably a lack of interest on the part of the
public is

�ic]

old stuff now.

because it's sort of ho, hum and
But, there 1 s still a lot of

objectives out there; there's still a lot of
frontiers, and for the youngsters that are
involved in flying today, it's just as exciting
to them as individuals as it was to us in the
early days.
It thus becomes evident that Michener has written to
us about ourselves and about the condition of our nation
If we care to pay attention, we can re

as it is today.

view where we have been and think ahead, more clearly, to
where we are going.
as he is himself.
knowledgeable.

He wants us to be at least as informed
As knowledgeable.

And, indeed, he is

Perhaps the people of America, especially

the young who will walk the path of the future, can profit
most from Michener's ideas if they heed the advice of an
earlier voice out of Russia, paraphrased here to fit the
occasion:

If a senior citizen of this land can know so

much about today's America, can you know any less?
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Conclusion
In 1977, James A. Michener was awarded the Medal of
Freedom by President Gerald R. Ford.

At the presentation

ceremony President Ford explained:
Author, teacher and popular historian, James
Michener has entranced a generation with his
compelling essays and novels. .

The prolific

writings of this master story-teller have expand
ed.the knowledge and enriched the lives of
millions.

(Hayes 233)

Since the presentation of this award, the nation's highest
civilian honor, Michener has published five more blockbust
er novels: Chesapeake (1978), The Covenant (1980), Space
(1982), Poland (1983)_and Texas (1985).

It appears that

he is speeding up the process, writing as much as he can in
the time he has left.

Indications are that he has just

finished research on yet another major novel likely to be
called Alaska.

Undoubtedly, it will become an instant best

seller; the Michener name guarantees it.

Certainly, there

are people who do not enjoy reading his work and many more
who never attempt it, but literally millions of people
around the world share the opinion of President Ford.
Concerning his style of writing, Michener says:
I don't think the way I write is the best or
even the second-best.

The really great writers

are people like Emily Bronte who sit in a room
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and write out of their limited experience and
unlimited imagination.

But people in my position

also do some very good work.

I'm not a stylist

like Updike or Bellow, and don't aspire to be.
I'm not interested in plot or pyrotechnics, but
I sure work to get a steady flow.

If I try to

describe a chair, I can describe it so that a
person will read to the end.

The way the words

flow, trying to maintain a point of view and a
certain persuasiveness -- that I can do.
(Caryn James 52)
Michener has indeed managed to maintain a certain persuasiveness -- a point of view

over the years, and it is

that of a social historian and social critic as this thesis
has proved.

Six of his novels, three international and

three American, have been examined and shown to be reflec
tions of his deep interest in our country and other lands.
His works contain a vast amount of information about the
regions or topics named in their titles; they provide the
reader with a record of historical events in the manner
expected of a historical work.

Yet, each is brought to

life as only a skilled writer can do -- by the inclusion
of characters who live through the history and illuminate
our journey through time.

Michener has taken the message

of brotherhood and peace and shown it to be the most ac
ceptable, useful direction in which to travel.

He has in

his own life endeavored to walk this same path by becoming
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involved with his fellow man in the important issues that
face all of us.

At various points in time and place,

Michener's characters, human and otherwise, attempt to deal
with war, religious persecution, political oppression,
pollution, racial descrimination, and man's fear of the
unknown.

These are the topics a social historian and

critic must address if he is worth his salt.
Henry James, writing in "The Art of Fiction," has
presented an image that fits Michener, the artist:
There is one point at which the moral sense
and the artistic sense lie very near together;
that is in the light of the very obvious truth
that the deepest quality of a work of art will
always be the quality of the mind of the producer.
In proportion as that intelligence is fine will
the novel, the picture, the statue partake of the
substance of beauty and truth.

To be constituted

of such elements is, to my vision, to have
purpose enough.

No good novel will ever proceed

from a superficial mind;

(Miller 43)

The mind of James Michener has, indeed, created works that
ring with beauty and truth.

The novels examined in this

thesis are infused with the moral sense of the author.

He

is, in the final analysis, not only one of our nation's
most popular contemporary writers, but he is also an artist
who truly merits the title of social historian and citizen.
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